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Protests by unions and grass roots organizations against the government's new austerity package
continued throughout the second half of September, culminating in a 24-hour general strike on
Sept. 23. Some government concessions did limit support for the strike by public employees and
other groups, and officials have promised to meet with union leaders at the end of September
to discuss additional measures to offset the impact of austerity policies. But the United Workers
Front (Frente Unitario de los Trabajadores-FUT) Ecuador's largest trade union confederation
which led the general strike threatens more protests if the government fails to comply with a list
of demands. On Sept. 3, President Sixto Duran Ballen introduced a broad austerity package to
reduce the fiscal deficit, estimated at US$700 million. The package includes currency devaluation,
fuel and electricity price hikes, a freeze on public sector hiring to be followed by dismissals, and
privatization of inefficient state-run enetrprises. The package triggered a wave of protests around
the country. (For coverage of the "restructuring" program and protests, see Chronicle 09/03/92,
09/10/92, 09/17/92.) Throughout the week of Sept. 14-18, sporadic demonstrations and vandalism
continued in Quito, and in Guayaquil, the country's largest city (located 442 km. southeast of Quito).
On Sept. 14, demonstrators in Guayaquil looted businesses and attacked public transport buses
and commercial vehicles with stones and clubs. The protests led to violent clashes with police; at
least 25 people were arrested. On Sept. 16, private and public sector unions organized a massive
march on the legislature in the capital. The procession degenerated into rioting when Carlos Vallejo,
president of the congress (speaker), refused to meet with union leaders. Demonstrators smashed
the building's windows and overturned vehicles parked outside. One worker was killed from gas
poisoning when police fired rounds of tear gas to disperse protesters. Throughout Sept. 16-17,
the protests spread to the city of Daule, 80 km. north of Guayaquil, where rioting forced most
businesses and government offices to temporarily close. According to some independent press
reports, former members of the rebel group Alfaro Vive Carajo (AVC) which disbanded three years
ago headed the protests in Daule. In an attempt to prevent the national strike called by FUT, on
Sept. 18 President Duran opened talks with the labor unions and opposition groups. FUT, which
warned that the Sept. 23 action would mark the initiation of periodic general strikes every 15 days
until the government repeals the austerity package, had received support from public employee
unions, indigenous organizations, and the transportation sector, foreshadowing the strike's success.
In the meeting with FUT leaders, President Duran agreed to reconsider some of the austerity
measures. He announced a reduction in the price hike on liquid petroleum gas (LPG) from 470%
to 240%, and a revision of electricity rate increases. Although the FUT refused to call off the strike,
these concessions did diminish support by other sectors. On Sept. 22, President Duran and some
of his cabinet ministers met with representatives from public sector unions, indigenous groups,
and transportation associations. In those talks, the government allegedly agreed to review their
specific grievances in future meetings, such as new subsidies for the transportation companies.
As a result, the public employee union confederation (Confederacion de Servidores PublicosCONASEP), which had participated in the Sept. 16 march on the congress, the Confederation
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of Indigenous Nationalities (CONAIE), and the transport companies withdrew from the strike.
Nevertheless, the local media reported widespread backing on Sept. 23 from FUT memberunions in Quito and Guayaquil, especially in downtown areas, and Quito's northern industrial
belt. Protesters threw up street barricades throughout both cities, forcing transport companies to
paralyze activities as a precautionary measure. Numerous skirmishes with police took place in
working class neighborhoods, culminating in a massive confrontation between security forces and
demonstrators when FUT tried to organize a march in downtown Quito. In general, government
offices and businesses remained open throughout the strike. Despite the lack of generalized support
among civil servants, some public employee unions did back FUT. Judiciary employees, for example,
called for job stability, and held a 48-hour national strike to coincide with FUT's action. Government
officials asserted that the strike was a failure. But FUT leaders said the strike was the most successful
union action in years, encouraging the confederation to plan new protest activities if the government
does not modify the austerity program. In an open letter to President Duran, FUT outlined a list of
specific demands, described as an ultimatum to forestall future strikes. Highlights of the demands
are summarized below. * Price cuts for gasoline and LPG, and reduced charges on potable water,
electricity, and telephone services. Price ceilings on basic consumer goods. * Resolution of land
conflicts, debt pardon, and new concessionary credit lines for low-income agricultural producers.
* Employment stability guarantees for civil servants, respect for trade union rights and collective
bargaining agreements, and measures to increase purchasing power of workers and retirees.
* Increase in employee bonuses and transportation subsidies, plus establishment of education
subsidies for poor households. In general, FUT argues that instead of spending cuts to reduce
the fiscal deficit, the government should concentrate on increasing revenue by cracking down on
tax evasion among the wealthy, and raising taxes paid by private companies involved in the oil
industry. The government has agreed to continue negotiations with the FUT, with the next round
of talks scheduled to begin Sept. 30. According to FUT leader Jose Chavez, in the Sept. 18 meeting,
President Duran agreed to respond to the confederation's demands, "and if the response is more
or less acceptable, it is probable a new strike will be avoided." So far, however, officials adamantly
defend the austerity package as a necessary precondition for economic stability. In recent public
statements, President Duran admitted that the economic measures were "more drastic" than the
public had expected, but "the magnitude of the country's financial problems forced the government
to impose severe measures...It is painful medicine, but necessary and beneficial." In fact, while the
government's refusal to back down on austerity may provoke more confrontations with the FUT,
new economic measures now under consideration by the administration may yet galvanize support
for FUT protests among the public sector unions and other opposition groups. On Sept. 27, Social
Welfare Minister Mariana Argudo announced that the government is considering privatization of
some of the services presently run by the Social Security Institute (IESS). In response, IESS unions
warn that they will fight to block at whatever cost any attempt to privatize Institute services. In
August, those unions already demonstrated their strength when all 250,000 IESS employees went
on strike to protest Argudo's efforts to handpick a new executive director for the Institute. As an
autonomous institution, the law empowers the IESS executive council with exclusive jurisdiction
over such appointments. Also on Sept. 27, Industry Minister Mauricio Pinto said he would seek
legal reforms to increase the work week from 40 to 48 hours, a controversial measure bound to
generate more conflict with the country's labor unions. (Over the last two decades, labor code
reforms had gradually reduced the work week to 40 hours.) Pinto emphasized that in order to raise
wages, production must also increase, which in turn depends on a longer work week. He added,
"Ecuador cannot permit itself the luxury of doing nothing on Saturdays." Meanwhile, on Sept. 28-29,
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public school teachers in Quito and Guayaquil held a 48-hour strike to force the government to
pay them accumulated back wages and bonuses. The Finance Ministry claims funds are simply
unavailable. The national teachers' union (Union Nacional de Educadores-UNE) now threatens a
nationwide strike to begin Oct. 1 in support of Quito and Guayaquil teachers. UNE also demands
a 50% reduction on the price of educational materials and bus fares for students and teachers.
[Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 09/14/92, 09/21/92-09/24/92; Agence France- Presse, 09/17/92,
09/22/92, 09/23/92, 09/27/92; Notimex, 09/17/92; 09/25/92 report by Asociacion Latinoamericana de
Informacion (ALAI)]
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